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Atticus Would Be Proud of Kimberly
Willis Holt
BY GLORIA SCHADE

M

ention Atticus Finch and my heart races and eyes light up. I've come to love this character after
teaching To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee, [1960] 1988) for the past 4 years. His integrity and empathy, his
willingness to fight for what is right, and his quiet love for his children are model characteristics for
every human being. There are several parallels between Harper Lee's classic and Kimberly Willis Holt's novels
that I'd like to explore in detail.

When I heard Holt relate Atticus to some of the father
figures in her books, everything clicked into place for
me. I started noticing that her books have parallels not
only to Atticus, but also to the Scout and Boo Radley
characters as well. What I remember most is Atticus's
advice to Scout and one of the universal themes of To
Kill a Mockingbird ([1960] 1988).
"First of all," he said, "If you can learn
a simple trick, Scout, you'll get along a lot
better with all kinds of folks. You never
really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view-"
"Sir?"
"-until you climb into his skin and
walk around in it." (Lee, [ 1960] 1988, p.
30)
This is the talent that Holt possesses. Her readers are
able to stand in someone else's shoes and live the
angst-ridden lives of young adult boys and girls as
they face social pressures and make crucial decisions.
By the time they finish one of Holt's novels, readers
feel as though they know the book's townspeople-

family and friends-as if those characters were their
own neighbors. "Holt writes poignant coming-of-age
fiction for young readers, books that hum with the
sleepy rhythms of small-town life in her native South
and the cadences of its vernacular" (Peacock, 2001, p.
111).
Holt often refers to Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird
([1960] 1988) as she discusses the characters and plot
outlines of her books. In particular, she discusses the
father figures in her books and compares them to the
strong, highly principled yet loving Atticus of To Kill
a Mockingbird (Holt, July 1-2, 2003). Such are the
father figures in Holt's When Zachary Beaver Came
to Town (1999), Dancing in Cadillac Light (2001) and
My Louisiana Sky (1998).
Atticus is present in many of Holt's novels. Specifically, his patience with his children's anger is
demonstrated through Otto Wilson in When Zachary
Beaver Came to Town (1999). When his mother leaves
the family, Toby blames his father and takes his anger
out on him at every opportunity. Through patience,
understanding, and a heart-to-heart talk, Toby finally
comes to an understanding and acceptance of the
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situation as well as a new respect for his father. The
same occurs for Tiger and her father in My Louisiana
Sky (1998). Tiger does not take pride in her father
until she witnesses his talent as a camellia grower and
weather predictor before the hurricane. Her father's
patience and unconditional love is comparable to that
of Atticus. In Holt's book Dancing in Cadillac Light
(2001 ), Jaynell is always angry with her father for not
standing up to her mother and for giving in to others.
When he finally stands up for what is right, Jaynell
respects him.

(Lee, [1960] 1988), the characters in these books
grow up very quickly when they are exposed to adult
prejudices and social injustices against those they care
about.

The final link between Holt's novels and To Kill
a Mockingbird ([1960] 1988) is the Boo Radley
character. Boo Radley is the underdog who is shut
up in the Radley household for a minor infraction
as a young adult. Vicious rumors spread throughout
the town accusing him of being a peeping tom, a
monster, and a killer. At the end of the story, it is
Scout who looks past these rumors to find the real
As Atticus is present in Holt's novels, so is Scout.
Boo-Arthur Radley-and befriend him. The same
Her impatience, stubbornness, and inability to keep
can be said for Toby and the obese,
quiet when outraged at injustice
Holt's
characters
are
verbally abused Zachary Beaver.
become evident in the characters
While others laugh and gawk at
of Toby, Tiger, and Jaynell. Read- able to stand in someone
him, Toby looks beyond the surface
ers not only experience Scout's
else's shoes and discover
and befriends a boy not so different
anger, but also Scout's willingmuch about society and
from himself. On a daily basis,
ness to correct a situation that is
themselves.
Tiger endures the ridicule her
not right. Toby makes Zachary
friends and the townspeople exhibit
Beaver realize a dream-come-true
toward her father and more often, her mother. Tiger
by helping him get baptized. Tiger accepts her
retarded mother and slow father and decides to stay
has to see past these rumors to the loving soul of
her mother and the intelligence of her father and
with them instead of going to the big city to live
with her aunt. Jaynell helps her Grandpap disguise
does so at the end of the book. Jaynell understands
his Alzheimer's disease in order to live his last days
the generous heart of her Grandpap when all others
as happy ones. The innate goodness of Scout outsee is a senile old man. However, she sees a coward
when she looks at her father. By the end of the
shines her other characteristics. Atticus knows this
and allows Scout to be herself. The same can be
book, she grows up and understands her father and
said for the fathers of the Toby, Tiger, and Jaynell.
realizes that he is, indeed, a brave man. Like the
They let these free spirits find their independent
characters in To Kill a Mockingbird ([1960] 1988),
ways to adulthood.
Holt's characters are able to stand in someone
else's shoes and discover much about society and
Scout deals with social injustice against African
themselves.
Americans and the wrongfully accused. These mature
issues lead her to age quickly in the novel. Holt
Holt figuratively climbs into the character's skin and
inserts social themes in her novels as well. The letters
walks around in it to write the story. First, the charfrom a soldier of the Vietnam War, the family's grief
acter's voice comes to her, and then she starts to flesh
over the loss of this young man, the issues of divorce
out the character by actually writing out a full biogand child abandonment are strong themes in When
raphy including birthday, favorite flavors of foods,
Zachary Beaver Came to Town (1999). Social issues
colors, and clothing (2003). By doing so, she creates
of aging parents, disrespect toward the poor, family
and writes her characters so well that the reader feels
dissention, lying, and sibling rivalry appear in Dancas though the character is speaking from the heart.
ing in Cadillac Light ( 2001 ). Most prevalent in My
"Holt eases the action along with a low-key, unpretenLouisiana Sky (1998) is the issue of mentally impaired
tious plot, never resorting to over-dramatization or
adults ' rights. Like Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird
sentimentality in developing her uncannily credible
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characters" (Peacock, 2001, p. 112). To me, she writes
like she is Scout standing on the Radley porch at the
end of To Kill a Mockingbird ([1960} 1988). "Atticus
was right. One time he said you never really know a
man until you stand in his shoes and walk around in
them" (Lee, [ 1960] 1988, p. 279). Atticus would be
proud.
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